GEORGE THE THIRD
Moreover, the King was rightly annoyed at the way in which
the Opposition had acted immediately after Shelburne's with-
drawal from the Administration. Previously North and Fox
had agreed that when the time came for them to form a Govern-
ment its nominal head should be Portland. The Duke was so
elated at the chance of occupying such an important place in
public affairs that as soon as he learnt of Shelburne's defeat in the
Commons he proceeded to commit a number of indiscretions.
For example, in a * most secret and confidential' letter to Temple
he asked the Earl to remain on as Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland.
Temple sent the letter to the King, without bothering to reply
to Portland, Richmond, the Master-General of the Ordnance,
was similarly approached. In his reply the Duke said that he had
so often opposed North in the past that it was now quite impossible
for him to serve in the same Administration as the ' friend of
Mr Fox * without a loss of honour. Perhaps Portland, who was
politically a hopeless nincompoop, did not know that the King
by constitutional custom had the right to choose his own Prime
Minister! *
The situation was certainly a curious one. Parliament was still
in session: Pitt and the other Ministers had not yet handed in
their Seals. The Opposition lost no opportunity in Parliament
of criticizing the King's delay in finding a successor to Shelburne.
It was, some speakers boldly averred, unconstitutional; and the
country was suffering considerable loss in consequence. The
Kong's position was clear: he refused point blank to fi put the
Treasury into the hands of the head of a faction'—meaning
Portland, whom both North and Fox pressed him to appoint.
So every avenue of escape was explored; but no means of escape
was to be found; and at last he was compelled to surrender to
what he described as e the most daring and unprincipled faction
that the annals of this kingdom ever produced.* On April ist he
informed North to * tell the Duke of Portland he may kiss my
hand to-morrow.' On the same day he wrote to Temple:
Judge of the uneasiness of my mind at having been thwarted in
every attempt to keep the administration of public affairs out of the
hands of the most unprincipled coalition the annals of this or any
1 This right is still exercised by the King, though in practice he limits his choice to
the political leader who commands the largest following in the House of Commons.
208

